Studying Stinks… Literally:

A cross-sectional study of changes in the personal hygiene habits of college freshmen.

Background:

In the United States, people’s personal hygiene tends to reflect upon their character.  The ultimate affirmation of this is the fact that people dress and look as nicely as possible when going on interviews.  During interviews, a clean look helps give the employer a good “first impression” of the prospective employee.  Many other special occasions demand this degree of cleanliness as well (for example first dates, appointments etc.).  One can’t help but wonder though, how clean are people in between these times?  

During the colossal transition from high school to college, does personal hygiene change?  Does the absence of parental guidance allow for diminished personal hygiene habits in college freshmen?  Do time constraints affect one’s cleanliness? 

Method:

Selection of the sample and data-collection took place over the internet via Facebook.  Facebook is an online directory in which students from “a lot of schools” create a profile about themselves.  This allows students to communicate with students from other schools and keep up with old friends.  This automatically limited the study to students who have access to a computer and the internet.  However, this method enabled me to reach the most diverse group of people within the shortest amount of time.  From these students, I chose to research only the habits of current college freshmen graduating in 2009.  The study population comprised seventy-six freshmen students from nineteen different institutions within the continental United States.  The study participants were equally divided by sex (38 male and 38 female).  These people represented seventeen different states as well as the District of Columbia; these states include California, Florida, Pennsylvania, Washington, Kentucky, Illinois, South Carolina, Maine, Tennessee, Michigan, Iowa, South Dakota, New York, Idaho, Texas, Mississippi and New Mexico.  At least two colleges or universities were chosen from each region of the Continental U.S; both private and state institutions were selected (a list of participating colleges is attached).  Participants were selected by means of random sampling from the graduating class of 2009 at their respective institutions.  No consideration was given to the race or religion of participants.  

Participants were sent a personal hygiene survey and asked to return it as soon as possible.   I chose to select the first two female and male responses returned to me from each institution for this research.  At times people were incredibly uncooperative, however.  To reach my quota, I sent out two hundred and eighty-four surveys before receiving seventy-six completed ones.  

Results:

The average responding college freshmen bathed 4.47 times a week.  Females showered at a slightly higher rate (4.65 showers per week) than males (4.29 showers per week).  Incredibly 76% of participants indicated that this rate was less than the rate at which they took showers at home.  Only 6% (9% for males and 3% for females) of participants indicated that they bathe more frequently at college than they did at home.  One male participant added “I work out a lot more at school, so I have to take more showers here.”  A less active female stated, “After class is over, the only things I have to do are eat and do my homework…. It’s just not worth it to shower if I’m not that dirty.”  34% of participants cited hectic schedules as a deterrent to bathing.  “I have a million things to do throughout the day, when I come back to my room I’m exhausted…. Showering just isn’t that high of a priority for me.”  

All of students surveyed used deodorant every day.  Eighty-four percent of males reported using deodorant multiple times a day, whereas only 20% of females do.  “I go to school in a very hot and humid environment, my deodorant only lasts me about two hours in the heat before I need to reapply it!” added a male participant. 

The average participant washed his or her hair about 4.02 times a week, a figure just slightly smaller than the amount of times one bathed.  Ninety-seven percent of male respondents washed their hair every time they bathed. However, only 17% of them used conditioner when they washed their hair.  “My hair is so short it only takes a few minutes to wash, sometimes I don’t even use shampoo- soap does the same thing” stated one male participant.  Females only washed their hair 3.89 times per week.  Yet, 63% used conditioner every time they washed their hair.  Males reported getting their hair cut about every 5 weeks, whereas females averaged about 8 weeks.  “I have short hair, so it’s important to me that I get it cut every three weeks to keep it looking good,” added a male participant.  “It’s easier for girls to go long periods of time without getting their hair cut because our hair (for the most part) is longer [than guys’]” a female respondent noted.

Males also tended to shave more often; 5.7 times per week compared to 4.1 for females.  This can be attributed to the amount of area needed to be shaved for each sex.  A female participant noted that “Men only have to shave their faces, women have their underarms, legs and other things (use your imagination)…. It takes women much longer to shave then men.”

Both male and female participants brushed their teeth in nearly equal amounts, averaging about 1.88 times per day.  Also, about 26% used mouthwash on a daily basis (29% of women and 23% of men).  Interestingly, women tended to floss much more then males, averaging about five times per week, almost two more times per week than their male counterparts.  

Seventy-four percent of females reported being pampered at least once a month.  This pampering ranged from pedicures and massages to weekend trips to spas.  However, a mere 12% of men reported receiving luxurious treatments such as manicures.  This could potentially be attributed to societal clichés.  A male participant stated that he would feel “like an idiot going to get his nails done…. Most guys just don’t do that unless they are feminine.”

Seventy-one percent of participants observed that they were less hygienic on weeks that they were busier.  “The time constraints in school really keep me from being as clean as I would like.  Sometimes I just don’t manage my time well enough to fit in a shower as bad as that sounds,” relayed a female.  Others cited different reasons for their lacking hygiene as college freshmen.  “Our bathrooms are disgusting…. It takes me awhile to get up the courage to go into the shower stall and take one.  Public facilities create a hurdle for me when it comes to showering,” observed another male in the study.  

One might ask, if somebody doesn’t have the time to shower, what do they do to stop from smelling?  Respondents reported doing many somewhat repugnant acts to mask their smelliness.  12% of females surveyed reported wearing a hat to class when they hadn’t washed their hair in awhile to cover up its greasiness.  “When I go out to a club and don’t have the time to wash my hair before class the next day, I just throw on a hat and nobody is worse for the wear,” announced one female.  About 12% of all participants reported taking “Mexican Showers.”  The term Mexican Shower refers to the washing of one’s sweaty parts with a moist towel or washcloth rather than fully bathing.  “It’s a quick way to wash up,” stated one male.  27% of all participants owned up to loading on perfume or cologne at one point or another in order to “smell better” after not bathing.  

Out of all the majors surveyed, psychology majors bathed most often, whereas physics majors bathed the least.  The University of Mississippi had the worst personal hygiene results of the schools surveyed.  New Mexico State University came out as the cleanliest university.  Also, as GPA increased the number of baths per week decreased very slightly (4.44 times per week for those with a 3.5+ on a scale of four compared to 4.47 overall).

Discussion:


To my knowledge, this is the first survey conducted to test the personal hygiene of college freshmen on a national scale.  The methodology of random sampling was not the most accurate way participants could have been selected for this trial.  Also, race and religion were not taken into account, which could cause fluctuations in data due to differences in personal hygiene practices.  Also, only four willing participants from each school were surveyed, thus giving an incomplete view of each respective school’s overall cleanliness of the freshmen class.  This small sampling may not be representative of college freshmen as a whole nationwide.  

Conclusions:


The transition from high school to college seems to negatively impact the personal hygiene habits of young people.  According to survey responses, this is definitely a consequence of high work loads, stress levels and the absence of parental goading.  This decrease in hygiene is somewhat slight, but as concentrations get increasingly more difficult, students seem to be less hygienic.   
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Age:

Sex:

Institution:

Major/Minor:

Current GPA:

Graduation Year:

What type of housing do you live in? (ex. on or off-campus, roommates or not etc.)

Have your personal hygiene habits changed since attending college? (Cite examples and reason for change)

Answer the following questions and evaluate your answer indicating whether or not there is a change between current behaviors and those practiced at home.  Cite reasons for this:

How often do you bathe?

How often do you use deodorant?

How often do you wash your hair?  Use conditioner?

How often do you shave?

How often do you brush your teeth? Floss? Use mouthwash?

How often do you get your hair cut?

How often do you get pampered? (manicures, pedicures, facials, massages etc.)

On busy weeks are you less cleanly? If you are too busy to shower how do you hide the fact that you haven’t showered?  

How has going to school changed your personal hygiene habits?

Additional Comments/Information: 

 Participating Institutions:

American University

Baylor University

Boise State University

Clemson University

Cornell University

Illinois State University

Michigan State University

New Mexico State University

University of Florida

University of Iowa 

University of Maine

University of Mississippi

University of Pennsylvania

University of Pittsburgh

University of South Dakota

University of Southern California

University of Western Kentucky

Vanderbilt University

Washington State University

